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Introduction
The dramatic transformation in the composition of the
student population of America's colleges and universities over
the past generation is unparalleled in the history of Western
, higher education. In the early 1960s, with the exception of
students attending historically Black colleges and universities,
only a relative handful of Americans of color went to college in
the United States; today, upwards of one in five undergraduates
at four-year schools is a minority (Shank, 1966).
The intensification of the civil rights movement and
President Lyndon B. Johnson's War on Poverty in the mid-1960s
prompted the nation to respond to the reality that Americans of
color did not have equal access to education, jobs, housing, or
other valued resources. This inequality was built into the
fabric of most social institutions, both public and private
(Shank, 1996).
Many traditionally-white colleges and universities, prodded
by the concerns of their students, began to recognize their
failure to extend educational opportunities to Black Americans
in particular. They also became aware of the many judicial
decisions pertaining to equal educational opportunity. The most
influential of these was the landmark 1954 Supreme Court
decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which ultimately led to
the integration of many public school systems. This
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multicultural revolution, which arose in large measure alongside
college and university efforts to recruit minority students,
played a major role not only in the social and economic
advancement of millions of Americans of color, but also in the
contributions these individuals have made to the social,
cultural, and economic well-being of the nation (Rodriguez,
-~-

1995) .
The purpose of this research is to examine the history,
pros and cons of Affirmative Action, and the effects affirmation
action has in the college and university admissions process of
four-year institutions. Furthermore, this paper encompasses the
benefits of valuing and aggressively seeking diversity of
students and faculty on America's college campuses.
History
Affirmative Action is a policy designated to provide equal
opportunity for members of previously-disadvantaged groups. It
is designed to increase opportunities for minorities and women
by considering the importance of race and gender in the
workplace and institutions of higher education. Affirmative
action was born during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s
led in part by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

(Shank, 1996).

The Civil Rights Movement resulted from Brown v. Board of

Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954) which overturned Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896). Thurgood Marshall's argument for Ms. Brown was
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that the Plessy decision of "separate but equal" violated the
14 th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. In 1954 the Brown
unanimous decision, written by Chief Justice Earl Warren,
determined that "separate cannot be equal" allowing Ms. Brown to
enroll. in the school closer to her home that had been restricted
to White students (Shank, 1996).
The Civil Rights Movement led to controversy about
affirmative action. Desegregation and affirmative action
included balancing the acceptance of students in schools and
colleges during the Civil Rights Movement that began after 1954.
Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978) decided
the issue of affirmative action. A quota system in favor of
minorities had led to the rejection of a white male's admission
to the University of California Davis Medical School. Mr. Bakke,
a student, took the issue to the U.S. Supreme Court, which
ordered the university to accept him. In addition, the same
decision upheld the general principle of affirmative action
(Shank, 1996) .
In recent years, however, affirmative action programs-and
the diversity rationale in particular-have been challenged in
cases at the universities of Texas, Georgia, Michigan, and
Washington.

There continue to be legal challenges to

affirmative action in a variety of contexts within higher
education, which have created confusion and uncertainty for
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colleges and universities throughout the country. The
aforementioned cases primarily involve federal courts, although
other complaints related to affirmative action programs have
been filed in state courts, as well as with the U.S. Department
of Education. Similar cases will continue to flood the court
system until affirmative action is recognized as a program that
~.

creates diversity on college campuses or until the Supreme Court
rules on the issue (Rodriquez, 1995). Indeed, in December of
2002 the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to hear two University of
Michigan cases beginning in March 2003, the decision in which is
expected in June 2003 and may become the culminating event in
years of debate and litigation on this issue.
The two cases that the U.S. Supreme Court will take up in
2003 involve the use of race-conscious admissions policies by
the University of Michigan, Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v.
Bollinger. Barbara Grutter, a White woman who was rejected by
the school in 1997 believes she was denied admission because she
is white. Gratz's case was filed in 1997 on behalf of two White
applicants who were rejected by the University's College of
Literature, Science, and the Arts. The petition for Supreme
Court review argued that these two Michigan cases, considered
together, will provide the court with a ~more substantial record
within which to consider and rule upon the common principles" (p.
3) than if the cases were heard separately. The petition also
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argued that White applicants to Michigan will continue to suffer
harm, in the form of racial discrimination, as long as the
university's admissions policy is left intact (Schmidt, 2002).
Some critics argue against any kind of affirmative action,
by race or class, saying that college admissions should be based
primarily or exclusively on academic record. Because this
approach is color-blind, it has the appearance of being a fair
process. However, many believe that in fact it fails both the
means and ends tests (Thernstrom, 1995).
Opponents of Affirmative Action
Opponents of affirmative action criticize the means
employed by universities and say that immutable factors like
race should not determine who gets ahead in life. If students
from lower socio-economic backgrounds are not qualified to be
admitted to higher educational institutions, they should not be
accepted based on preferences. Students of color should not have
slots reserved for them giving them preference because of race.
Opponents believe that given this preference colleges and
universities are discriminating against White students
(Kahlenberg, 1996).
An increasingly assertive opposition movement argues that

the battle to guarantee equal rights for all citizens has been
fought and won-and that favoring members of one group over
another simply goes against the American grain (Froomkin, 1998).
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Senate Majority Leader Robert J. Dole (1995) said, "If
affirmative action means quotas, set-asides and other
preferences that favor individuals simply because they happen to
belong to certain groups, then that's where I draw the line"
(Harris & Merida, 1995, p. AOl).
Carl Cohen, a professor at the University of Michigan,
said, "I have been teaching here at the University of Michigan
for 45 years and I know this institution has been discriminating
in the admissions process" (Cohen, 2002, p.1). Cohen filed the
Freedom of Information Act request that conclusively proved
Michigan was racially discriminating against its White students
in the admission process.
Stephen and Abigail Thernstrom, authors of America in Black
and White (1997) said, "affirmative action should be demolished.

When Blacks are admitted through race-sensitive policies they do
not keep up with their White colleagues, they end up failed and
stigmatized. When students are given a preference in admission
because of their race or some other extraneous characteristic,
it means that they are jumping into a competition for which
their academic achievements do not qualify them and many find it
i

hard to keep up" (Thernstrom, 1997, p .1) .
One of the requirements for admission to colleges and
universities is the ACT/SAT scores. Some universities have opted
not to have the test scores in their admissions processes, while
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other universities will not change their policies.

Ruth Vedvik,

director of admissions and records at the University of
Illinois, said "the state's optional testing policy is not being
considered right now. Test scores are important here, but are
never considered as a sole factor" (Johnson, 2001, p. 1).
SATs and ACTs are controversial and hardly perfect, and
consequently some schools rely on class rank instead of or in
additional to these test scores. However, the problem with
relying on class-rank alone is that schools vary considerably in
,,"
:·1
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their quality. One national study, for example, found that
students receiving an A in high-poverty schools score about as
well on the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills as students
receiving a

C

in'low-poverty schools. Standardized tests provide

/;

an important gauge of whether students can handle challenging
university work, and ignoring tests entirely may end up hurting
the intended beneficiaries (Puma, 1997).
Politically, when put to an initiative vote, race and
gender preferences lost in California (1996) and Washington
(1998), and the threat of a similar initiative in Florida moved
Governor Jeb Bush to outlaw public racial preferences in a
preemptive move in 2000 (Kahlenberg, 1996).
As a matter of law, the fate of the 1978 Bakke decision,
upholding the use of race as a criterion in university
admissions, is in serious question. In 1996 the Fifth Circuit
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Court of Appeals ruled in the Hopwood case that Bakke is no
longer a good law and barred the University of Texas from using
race in its admissions decisions. Many legal observers now
believe that when the Supreme Court is given the opportunity to
revisit the Bakke decision, a majority of the Court will vote to
reserve it (Kahlenberg, 1996).
Providing preferences to all members of certain minority
groups strikes many people as unfair and un-meritocratic. One
central reason is that race is an unreliable indicator of
disadvantage. Indeed, William Bowen and Derek Bok in their
study, The Shape of the River: Long-term Consequences of
Considering Race in College and University Admissions, found
that 86 percent of Black students at the selective colleges
studied were from middle or high socioeconomic backgrounds
(Bowen & Bok, 1998). If Black students are entering colleges and
universities from middle and/or high socioeconomic backgrounds
they should not be given preferences. Because minority student
enrollment is at an all time high in four-year institutions,
preference based on race may be seen as working against the
rights of the White students.
Benefits of Affirmative Action
Today, many people are rightly concerned that if racial
preferences are abolished and no alternative program is
instituted, the representation of African Americans, who
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constitute 13 percent of the U.S. population, would be
substantially lowered in institutions of higher education if
race-based affirmative action were ended (Kahlenberg, 1996).
Proponents of affirmative action emphasize ends and point
out that simply admitting students based on test scores and
grades will result in the admission of very few AfricanAmerican, Latino, and Native-American students and will serve to
perpetuate the unfair legacy of past discrimination (Shank,
1996). Indeed, test scores and grades have been questioned as to
whether they are valid measurements of student achievement and
ability.
Judging a disadvantaged student from a single-parent
household who attended inadequate schools by the same academic
measure as an advantaged student with access to superior
opportunities is both unfair and anti-meritocratic, according to
Bronner (1997). In fact, the student who has done well despite
having to overcome serious obstacles is likely to have greater
long-run potential; one study of Harvard students in the 1950s,
1960s, and 1970s found that blue-collar students with modest SAT
scores were the most successful of all as adults (Bronner,
1997) .
Class-rank plans are considered a poor way of measuring
merit because they require universities to admit students on the
basis of half the information that is necessary to make a fair
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decision about who gets in, according to Kaus (1999). In trying
to identify which young people are likely to have the most
potential, university administrators look at numerous intangible
indicators of leadership and creativity. However, to be fair,
they should consider four things: students' grades, their test
scores, obstacles they have had to overcome at home, and
obstacles they have had to overcome because of school quality
(Kaus, 1999). The class-rank plans only factor in two of these:
they take account of high school grades, and indirectly give a
leg up to students attending disadvantaged schools. By ignoring
SATs and giving all schools a fixed number of university slots,
including schools that prepared few children for college in the
past, class-rank plans effectively give a preference to students
who are attending bad schools (Kaus, 1999).
The class-rank approach also raises the issue of limited
applicability. It is hard to imagine how the class-rank approach
would apply to private colleges that admit large numbers of
students from out of state, or to graduate programs of any kind.
This limitation is significant because many of those schools are
the ones that offer the most promising economic prospects but
that also have a poor track record of admitting applicants from
low-income families (Kahlenberg, 1999). The class rank approach
is also set aside by institutions when they invite athletes,
musicians, or other talented students to their campuses.
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Defenders of race-based affirmative action argue that there
is no substitute for racial preferences in promoting college
diversity and that it is fair to consider race in part because
African Americans and Latinos are on the whole economically
disadvantaged in American society. This is often referred to as
the playing field not being level, and this is one of the
reasons why proponents want to continue affirmative action
(Kahlenberg, 1996).
Those in favor of affirmative action also maintain that the
presence of diverse students is central to the academic
enterprise. In the Bakke case Justice Powell held that public
colleges ~could give some consideration to race in an effort to
attain a diverse student body" (Schmidt, 2002, p.2). In the
forthcoming University of Michigan case the University's lawyers
argue that racial diversity is integral to the education mission
and "the only way for the law school to achieve meaningful
diversity in its student body is to take race into account in
admission" (Schmidt, 2002, p. 2).
Conclusion
Many Americans are torn over the issue of affirmative
action in higher education, recognizing that there are powerful
and persuasive arguments on both sides of the debate.
Affirmative action is not without flaws; however, it may serve
as· the most viable way of increasing numbers of wo~en and
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persons of color in colleges and universities in which they have
been underrepresented.
America must prepare for the increasingly growing reality
of a multicultural society. In this sense, while the Black/White
paradigm has established the processes for achieving racial
justice, the fight for inclusion by more cultural groups will
bring to that paradigm a different content. Recognizing the
educational value of diversity and viewing student and faculty
diversity as an essential resource for optimizing teaching and
learning on today's campuses is important (Jackson, 2000).
Minorities, women, and particularly women have been left
out of the mainstream of opportunities that have been available
to all Americans.

Times have changed and individuals in these

groups should begin to demand their fair share in institutions
of higher education. Affirmative Action is one vehicle by which
this integration within institutions of higher education can be
accomplished. In order for America to live up to its potential
as a democratic society, persons who have been left out by law
and custom must be given their place at the table (Woods, 1998).
To ensure greater fairness in the college admissions
process and to maintain diversity at selective colleges and
universities, affirmative action programs should be "mended"
rather than "ended" so that preferences are provided on the
basis of economic disadvantage rather than race or gender.
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